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In 1942, in an effort to dispel common misrepresentations about Na-
tive American women, the Yankton Sioux anthropologist Ella Deloria 
began work on an ethnographic novel that narrated the story of three 
generations of Dakota women who lived on the Great Plains before 
the United States confined their tribes to reservations. Unfortunately, 
when Deloria finished the book in 1948, she could not find a publisher, 
and it was only eighteen years after her death that the University of 
Nebraska Press finally published Waterlily in 1988.1 
Deloria’s experience with Waterlily conveys much about the study 
of Indigenous women’s history: it transcends disciplines and genres 
and has innovated new methodologies; it has often been animated by 
a desire to counter stereotypes and myths about Native women; and it 
is a field that has struggled to gain visibility.2 Nearly thirty years after 
the publication of Waterlily, Indigenous women are still largely absent 
from the narratives we historians tell about women, Indigenous peo-
ples and our nations, especially in the United States. A recent forum 
on US women’s history in the Journal of American History included 
Native American women in its discussion of intersectionality, but on 
the basis of race not on colonial status, a key analytical category for 
Native American women’s history. The second part of the forum high-
lighted new research on the history of rights, social movements, em-
pire and the modern state, including women’s reproductive labor. Al-
though histories of American Indian women are integrally bound up 
with all these topics, they did not garner a mention.3 
It is tempting to attribute this lack of coverage of Indigenous wom-
en’s history to the small numbers of Native Americans within Ameri-
can society. Yet in Canada and Australia, where Indigenous numbers 
are equally low, historians of Indigenous women have had great in-
fluence in recasting historical narratives.4 Why not so in the United 
States? Perhaps it is because the general trajectory of US women’s his-
tory, for all its diversity and scholarly sophistication, still has traces of 
older narratives that foreground progress and liberation, which are be-
lied by Native American women’s history. Or maybe it is because his-
torians of Indigenous women focus as much on tracking persistence 
and cultural continuity as on charting change over time, the historian’s 
creed. Perhaps it is due to a premise of colonialism, according to the 
historian Ann McGrath, that Indigenous peoples existed outside mo-
dernity and “could have no history.” Native women, she writes, have 
been particularly “expunged from history.”5 
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The authors of five recent books in the field of Indigenous wom-
en’s history wish to restore Indigenous women to history, as Ella De-
loria did more than seventy years ago. The voices and experiences of 
Indigenous women are so often muted and marginalized in standard 
written historical sources, but now historians of Indigenous women 
are intent on providing a more complete presentation of Indigenous 
women as multidimensional, complex and active agents of history. 
Most are pivoting away from histories that emphasize how non-Indig-
enous people viewed and victimized Indigenous women toward histo-
ries that center Indigenous women within their own cultural contexts 
by designing and using new historical methodologies.6 Yet, as some of 
these new designs and methodologies collide with older approaches, 
conflicts of interpretation arise in the negotiation of this new space 
for Indigenous women in history. The inclusion of Indigenous voices 
in the interpretation of their histories however, not only aligns with 
an Indigenous perspective like that of Ella Deloria, but remains an un-
derutilized resource to a more complete and fuller history. 
Brenda Child, who was raised on the Red Lake reservation in Min-
nesota, offers one such woman-centered history in Holding Our World 
Together: Ojibwe Women and the Survival of Community (Penguin, 
2012).7 She combines Ojibwe narratives with archival resources, her 
own family history and oral histories, to create a fuller account of In-
digenous women who persevered throughout various eras of state in-
tervention and hardship. Her book, one of the only synthetic histori-
cal treatments of a group of Indigenous women over a long sweep of 
history, takes up many familiar themes: women’s status over time; 
gendered divisions of labor; the fur trade and interracial marriage; 
boarding schools and other assimilation efforts; urbanization; and 
activism. Her work builds on earlier scholarship and also points in 
new directions. 
Rather than relying on European-based sources (such as the ob-
servations of missionaries) to analyze Indigenous gender systems, 
Child uses Ojibwe terms and cultural concepts to demonstrate that 
Ojibwe women were community builders with significant responsibil-
ities in the gendered economy. Mindimooyenh, the Ojibwe word that 
gives Child her title, means a female elder or “one who holds things 
together.” This term expresses the exact opposite of the usual Euro-
pean cultural referent for Indigenous women – the squaw. By contrast 
it makes “reference to the economic competence and organizational 
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skill that Ojibwe women, especially grandmothers and those in their 
maturity, exercised within their families and communities.”8Within 
Ojibwe cosmology, Child notes, women held a revered role, especially 
since the Ojibwe regarded the earth as female. Historian Theda Per-
due has argued similarly that the Cherokees believed their ancestral 
mother Selu gave them corn, and therefore they valued women highly.9 
Child also reconstructs the Ojibwe gendered division of labor. While 
Ojibwe men hunted and fished, women harvested wild rice for thou-
sands of years in the Great Lakes region. Child writes that the harvest 
“was the most visible expression of women’s autonomy in Ojibwe so-
ciety” and that “water was a gendered space where women held prop-
erty rights.” Some Ojibwe women practiced agriculture, too.10 Child’s 
representation of the Ojibwe gendered economy and the power and 
autonomy the Ojibwe women enjoyed accords with other recent schol-
arship on American Indian women and complementary Indigenous 
gender systems, including Perdue’s book on Cherokee women prior 
to Indian removal.11 Child and Perdue have noted, too, that outsiders 
often misinterpreted Indigenous gender systems, believing that In-
dian women were oppressed because they engaged in agricultural and 
other physical labor and that Indian men were lazy. Women’s role in 
agriculture often led European observers to discount its significance 
for Indian peoples, according to Perdue and Child.12 
Child devotes considerable attention to the fur trade and interra-
cial marriage between Ojibwe women and European men, another 
topic that has long interested historians of Indigenous women. Prior 
to 1980, fur-trade historians had typically considered intermarriages 
– if they considered them at all – as unions of convenience in which 
European men exploited Indian women and often abandoned them 
when they returned to European settlements. Sylvia Van Kirk’s Many 
Tender Ties from 1980 revolutionized how scholars understood Native 
women and these intermarriages. She and other scholars showed that 
Indian women became powerful intermediaries who were essential 
to the fur trade through their marriages to European men. Moreover 
many if not most of these marriages were not just economic arrange-
ments but romantic attachments based on “many tender ties.”13 Lynette 
Russell has documented something similar for Aboriginal women and 
European men in the sealing industry in Australia.14 Like other schol-
ars of interracial marriage in fur-trade society, Child characterizes 
these unions as mutually beneficial, and she notes that the women 
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continued to control the food supply, the ultimate source of survival. 
Child contends that the fur trade did not radically upset the Ojibwe 
gender balance. The gendered division of labor was “not so rigid that 
women could not take on a unique role in the community” and Ojibwe 
women who married traders simply “expanded the Ojibwe idea of 
what kinds of work a woman could do.”15 Religious conversion to Ca-
tholicism also often accompanied the fur trade. Unlike some early his-
torians of Christian conversion and Indigenous women, Child does not 
regard it as an overly oppressive force, writing that it did not always 
have an “entirely hegemonic quality.”16 
The question of Indigenous women’s status and whether or how it 
declined with new economic relations, Christian conversion and Eu-
ropean colonization of Indian lands loomed large in early scholarship 
on Indigenous women. Much of this work charted a steady decline in 
Indian women’s status.17 Perdue’s book on Cherokee women in 1998 
led to a reassessment. She rejected what she called “declension the-
ory,” and emphasized instead cultural persistence even as dramatic 
upheavals rocked the Cherokee world.18  
While attentive to heavy-handed efforts by the federal government 
that impinged on Indigenous women’s autonomy, Child also rejects 
a story of decline. She charts changes in Ojibwe women’s status and 
experience in the nineteenth century when the government confined 
the Ojibwe to reservations and then allotted their communally held 
land to individuals. Customarily Ojibwe “men did not gain the right 
to direct a woman’s life or resources after marriage,” but the US sys-
tem of land allotment conceived of men as heads of household and 
made Ojibwe marriage more patriarchal.19 But, Child contends, Ojibwe 
women continued to “hold the world together” and maintain some 
measure of cultural continuity. 
Child treats the Mount Pleasant boarding school that many Ojibwe 
children attended in a similar fashion. The Indian boarding schools 
sought to assimilate Indian children – especially through the impo-
sition of American gender roles – from the late nineteenth century 
into at least the 1930s, and they also threatened Indigenous women’s 
status, as many scholars have documented.20 However, Child focuses 
more on how indigent Indian parents used the schools as part of an 
economic strategy during the hard times of the Great Depression than 
on whether the schools diminished Ojibwe women’s standing within 
their communities. 
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Child presents a history that emphasizes adaptation, resilience and 
persistence. A significant new healing practice emerged among Ojibwe 
women, for example, during the global disaster of the Spanish in-
fluenza at the end of the First World War: the jingle dress dance. An 
Ojibwe man received a vision of the distinctive dress and dance to save 
his daughter from the deadly flu, but Ojibwe women became respon-
sible for the dance’s proliferation. The dance, carried out “to ensure 
the health and wellbeing of an individual, their family, or even the 
broader tribal community,” became symbolic of “how Ojibwe women 
helped their communities mitigate the perilous effects of American 
colonialism and cope with reservation life.”21 During the Depression, 
in another example of cultural adaptation, men took up wild rice har-
vesting after the federal government set up wild rice camps through 
the Civilian Conservation Corps’ Indian Division. What had once been 
a female dominion became a gender-neutral activity.22 Other histori-
ans, including Marsha Weisiger, have also seen the Great Depression 
and the so-called Indian New Deal policy as inadvertently transfor-
mative of Indigenous gender roles.23 
Child documents Indigenous women’s move to urban areas begin-
ning in the 1920s, a newer line of inquiry for scholars of Indigenous 
peoples.24 Women from the plundered White Earth reservation, for 
example, began migrating to Minneapolis in the 1920s. As their num-
bers increased during the Second World War, they formed personal 
networks with other Indian people in the city and created clubs and 
Indian centers. They helped other young women migrants to the city 
find jobs such as domestic service and hotel cleaning. Eventually these 
urban Indian women became active in the Red Power movement of 
the 1960s and 1970s and particularly engaged in child welfare work.25 
Overall, Child presents Ojibwe women as powerful community build-
ers as opposed to the all-too-common view of the wretched squaw. 
Ann McGrath’s book, Illicit Love: Interracial Sex and Marriage in the 
United States and Australia (University of Nebraska Press, 2015) simi-
larly focuses on Indigenous women and men not just as subjects who 
were acted upon but as historical actors in their own right. McGrath’s 
comparative focus represents a new trend in bringing out connections 
between Indigenous women’s experience in disparate contexts. She 
takes the scholarship on interracial relationships in a promising new 
direction by examining the new space that interracial unions created, 
a “marital middle ground [that] presented a fundamental challenge 
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to the social, sexual, and colonizing dynamics of settler colonialism.”26 
This is the place, so often marginalized by other histories, where Mc-
Grath and other scholars have been able to find many of the lost voices 
of Indigenous women and to uncover the gender politics at work in 
colonial encounters. 
McGrath’s book shifts away from the fur trade era to early na-
tional periods: the early nineteenth century when the Cherokee Na-
tion battled against removal and the turn of the twentieth century in 
Queensland, Australia when the state confined Aboriginal people on 
missions and reserves.27 McGrath asks different questions about in-
termarriage than earlier fur-trade scholars. She inquires into how it 
contributed to nation building in both the United States and Austra-
lia, among both settlers and Indigenous peoples, rather than examin-
ing how it changed Indigenous women’s status. Much scholarship on 
interracial marriage has focused primarily on attitudes toward it and 
laws against it among Europeans and their descendants in settler co-
lonial nations.28 McGrath eschews this one-sided focus and considers 
how Indigenous peoples also used intermarriage as part of their as-
sertions of sovereignty. She shows, for example, how the Cherokees 
sought to regulate white men’s marriages to Cherokee women and 
gives a detailed portrait of Indigenous marriage law among North 
Queensland’s Aboriginal people.29 
McGrath’s intimate readings of several interracial marriages be-
tween Cherokees and European Americans and between Aboriginal 
people in Queensland and British settlers provide an important cor-
rective to accounts of settler colonialism in both places that empha-
size only violent conquest or to histories of interracial marriage that 
portray it primarily in functional economic terms. Her intention “to 
carve some space in the history books for feelings, for tenderness 
and tender emotions,” offers a fresh new perspective and compel-
ling reading.30 Her recounting of the marriage of Connecticut Yankee 
Harriet Gold to Cherokee intellectual Elias Boudinot, for example, 
shows how the negotiation of their interracial union resulted in the 
modernity of a new generation and the forging of new nations.31 She 
argues that close attention to interracial marriage helps us to avoid 
seeing colonialism as a one-way process and colonizers as all-pow-
erful. Modernizing settler colonial nations may have used marriage 
as a means to shape the emerging social structure and racial hierar-
chy, but interracial relationships exposed chinks in the foundation 
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of the social order. McGrath characterizes these interracial unions 
not so much as spaces where colonial relationships played out, but 
as dynamic places where partners shared contending notions of law, 
history and culture. 
McGrath joins with a number of other historians in seeing the im-
portance of interracial marriage to settler colonial nation-building: 
Anne Hyde for the American West, Sarah Carter for Canada, Angela 
Wanhalla for New Zealand and Canada, and Katherine Ellinghaus for 
the US and Australia.32 These books do not study Indigenous women 
in isolation, but they provide much insight into their lives in chang-
ing colonial contexts. Andrae M. Marak and Laura Tuennerman’s At 
the Border of Empires: The Tohono O’odham, Gender, and Assimilation, 
1880–1934 (University of Arizona Press, 2013) is the latest of several 
studies that demonstrate how important gender was to assimilation 
efforts toward Native peoples – a joint project of government officials 
and church authorities – at the turn of the twentieth century.33 This 
has been an area of substantial study in regard to Indigenous women 
since 1990.34 Marak and Tuennerman embed their discussion of as-
similation efforts toward the Tohono O’odham, a group that straddled 
the Arizona and Sonoran border, within the context of the Progres-
sive Era. Like Progressive reformers, many government officials saw 
the Tohono O’odham not as inherently inferior but as “salvageable.”35 
Marak and Tuennerman recap the significance of the relationship be-
tween the government and missionaries and reiterate how the board-
ing-school policy targeted Native American girls and young women to 
be indoctrinated in “domestic science” and Victorian gender roles. On 
the reservation, government-appointed white “farmers” focused on 
reforming Indian men while white women matrons sought to Amer-
icanize Native women, in an effort to remake Indian gender roles in 
the mold of late-Victorian middle-class models. 
Ultimately, Marak and Tuennerman show, assimilation efforts to-
ward Indigenous girls and women served not to ensconce them within 
the home, but to usher them into the capitalist economy, a process also 
noted by other scholars of the boarding schools and assimilation pol-
icy.36 Field matrons on the Tohono O’odham reservation ended up serv-
ing as outing matrons, too – an intermediary role between the state 
and families who hired young Indian women as domestic servants.37 
Farmers and matrons envisioned very different gender roles for In-
dian men and women, but, Marak and Tuennerman contend, “they 
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ended up supporting a shared goal . . . movement into the larger cap-
italist, cash economy.”38 
In concert with Ann McGrath the authors show how much impor-
tance missionaries and reformers – as well as the Tohono O’odham 
– attached to marriage. “Marriage became, for reformers and tribal 
members alike, an area of contestation, assimilation, and resistance,” 
Marak and Tuennerman assert.39 They conclude that officials regarded 
marriage as a “near perfect institution for ushering tribal members 
into the larger society.”40 Officials frowned on interracial marriages, 
at least those between whites and Indians, but many members of the 
Tohono O’odham nation in the US married members of the Yaqui na-
tion in Mexico, as well as other Mexicans. The Tohono O’odham even 
created a new clan for children of Tohono O’odham women who mar-
ried outside tribe.41 
What sets this book apart from other scholarship on gender and 
assimilation is that the authors examine the experiences of the To-
hono O’odham on both sides of the border. Both the US and Mexi-
can governments viewed the Tohono O’odham as “proto-citizens” in 
need of “state tutelage.” Both governments shared a number of com-
mon goals toward Indian peoples: they envisioned teaching Natives 
proper gender roles as a key way to prepare them to be citizens; they 
engaged in efforts to eliminate Native communalism and corporate 
identity through alienating Tohono O’odham land; and they aimed to 
turn supposedly “backwards” people into modern yeoman farmers. 
The United States, however, implemented an aggressive assimilation 
policy while the Mexican government under Porfirio Diaz took a vir-
tual hands-off approach to the Tohono O’odham (in contrast to neigh-
boring Yaqui and Sera peoples, whom it sought to exterminate). The 
authors point out the irony: “by doing nearly nothing . . . the Mexi-
can government achieved the final outcome that many in the United 
States . . . might have wanted – the assimilation of the majority of the 
Tohono O’odham into mainstream culture and the adoption of main-
stream gender norms.”42 
Mary Jane McCallum’s Indigenous Women, Work, and History, 1940–
1980 (University of Manitoba Press, 2014) takes up and develops sev-
eral of the issues raised by Marak and Tuennerman as well as Child 
but within the context of Manitoba, Canada.43 She shows that the In-
dian residential schools in Canada played a similar role to the board-
ing schools in the United States in preparing Indigenous women for 
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work, primarily as domestic servants. The preponderance of Indige-
nous women in domestic service has been largely overshadowed in Ca-
nadian and US historiography by studies of immigrant women in the 
occupation. McCallum points out, however, that 36–57 per cent of In-
digenous women in Canada participated in domestic service.44 Other 
studies, too, have found that domestic service was a common occu-
pation for Indigenous women in the twentieth century. Domestic ser-
vice involving Indigenous women differed from that of other groups 
of women because it included the state as a mediator (through out-
ing matrons in the US, for example).45 The Canadian government set 
up the Ottawa experiment – the placement of Indian girls in Ottawa 
households – during the Second World War. In this scheme, families 
paid their Indigenous women domestics less than non-Native domes-
tics. Young Native women might have benefited from better diets and 
access to the social outlets of city life, McCallum demonstrates, but 
they were also subject to the vagaries of white women’s power over 
them.46 
McCallum’s book also covers other realms of Indigenous women’s 
labor. In the second chapter, “The Permanent Solution,” the book’s 
most innovative chapter, McCallum looks at Indian hairdressers and 
beauty culture. In 1957 the Canadian Department of Indian Affairs es-
tablished the Indian Placement and Relocation Program, modelled on 
a similar US program. The Program included a hairdressing school, 
which became a popular occupation for Indian women. McCallum ex-
plains that it afforded Indigenous women a measure of independence 
and also served as “a means to create, practice, and popularize alter-
native representations” of Indian women.47 Indians used beauty to 
refashion images of themselves. McCallum’s chapter on Indigenous 
women in the nursing profession also provides much insight into how 
Aboriginal women by the 1980s used their position to help decolonize 
Indian health care.48 
McCallum’s book joins with a number of other recent studies that 
bridge the fields of labor history and Indigenous women’s history, 
including Carol Williams’s edited collection, Indigenous Women and 
Work, Cathleen Cahill’s Federal Fathers and Mothers, Colleen O’Neill’s 
Working the Navajo Way and Colette Hyman’s Dakota Women’s Work: 
Creativity, Culture, and Exile.49 Scholars working at the intersections 
of these two fields have had to be as resourceful as the women they 
study in finding sources. McCallum credits historians such as Kathy 
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M’Closkey and Sherry Farrell Racette who have recovered Indigenous 
women’s participation in wage labor through their studies of the ma-
terial culture that Indigenous women often produced.50 
McCallum also provides an incisive final chapter that meditates on 
the discipline of history as a workplace that has consistently margin-
alized Indigenous women. She contends that the “professionalization 
of history as a discipline has served to reduce, exclude, and obscure 
the work of Native scholars in this field,” and “professional history it-
self works as an agent that discourages and marginalizes Indigenous 
historical labour.” She points out that there were only five Indige-
nous people in tenure-track positions in history in Canada in 2014.51 
The numbers are also low in the United States and Australia.52 Rarely 
do we historians train our analytical eyes on the gendered and racial-
ized labor history of our own profession. McCallum invites us to en-
gage in this endeavor. 
To give serious attention to Native women as historical actors, es-
pecially in the twentieth century and in urban areas, historians have 
had to combat a powerful trope that considers Indians, and especially 
Indian women, as outside modern history. McCallum notes that this 
trope has created a binary between traditional and modern and is 
predicated on a belief that modernity for Indigenous peoples “signi-
fied cultural deterioration and entailed conformity to white society.” 
Too often “native people [have been] depicted as culturally incapable 
of withstanding change over time,” she asserts. McCallum argues, “Na-
tive women were not ‘displaced’ by modernity, but rather laboured in 
modern Native ways.”53 
Like Child and McGrath, McCallum wants to move away from ear-
lier debates within Indigenous women’s history that focus on “a his-
tory of decline or persistence, coercion or autonomy, difference or ac-
commodation.” McCallum pursues her research using unconventional 
methods such as life and oral histories, and weaves her own family 
history into her work. She contends that marginalization and displace-
ment could and did coexist with other experiences, and that earlier 
models “cannot adequately represent our past.”54 
The worlds of Indigenous women that Child and McCallum have 
reconstructed are scarcely evident in Sarah Deer’s sobering book on 
rape in contemporary Native American society, The Beginning and 
End of Rape: Confronting Sexual Violence in Native America (Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 2015).55 Many sources contend that one in 
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three Native American women today will be raped during her life-
time. Other sources consider this to be an underestimate. A 2010 CDC 
survey found 49 per cent of Native women reported a history of sex-
ual violence. Deer writes of instances where up to four generations of 
women within one family experienced rape, and other communities 
in which women did not know one other woman around them who 
had not been raped. Sexual violence has become normalized to such 
an extent in Indian communities, Deer argues, that mothers discuss 
with their daughters what to do when they get raped rather than if 
they get raped.56 
A majority of alleged perpetrators are non-Native because of a se-
ries of arcane policies and laws dating back to the 1800s as well as 
the 1978 Supreme Court decision, Oliphant v. Suqumaish Indian Tribe, 
which stripped tribal governments of their power to punish non-In-
dians. Yet state governments often lack jurisdiction and the General 
Accounting Office reported in 2012 that US attorneys had declined to 
prosecute 67 per cent of reported sex crimes against Native women.57 
Deer, a legal scholar, contends that the legal system for native women 
is broken: “rapists walked free on a regular basis . . . because of le-
gal loopholes.”58 
Deer’s important book attempts to articulate an Indigenous femi-
nist theory of rape that moves beyond the theories of non-Indigenous 
feminists, “who focus on patriarchy as the cause of gendered violence.” 
She argues that such theories are often a “poor match” for tribal so-
cieties, who have experienced rape as an aspect of abusive colonial 
power.59 Deer sees the widespread incidence of sexual assault against 
Native women (and many Native men, too) as “a fundamental result 
of colonialism, a history of violence reaching back centuries.” Indeed, 
the legal system itself is a colonial institution that “has failed Native 
women by supplanting women-centered societies with patriarchal, 
oppressive structures that condone and thrive on violence as a way to 
control and oppress members of marginalized communities.”60 
To some extent, the rape of Native women has functioned as a met-
onym for the colonialism that Indigenous people have faced. Indige-
nous people share a common experience of “intrusion on their lands 
and culture by an exterior, hostile outsider,” Deer writes. “Rape vic-
tims experience the same dynamic, but it is played out on their bodies 
and souls rather than on the land.”61 But Deer does more than analyze 
rape as metaphor for colonialism. She argues that sexual and colonial 
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exploitation are inextricably connected. The weakening of tribal sov-
ereignty, cultural practices and spiritual traditions, as well as “alien-
ation from one’s homeland,” brings about vulnerability to sexual exploi-
tation and victimization, she contends.62 And rape, in turn, affects not 
only individual victims but also strikes at entire Native communities. 
Indigenous women have been those who “hold the world together,” as 
Child puts it, so rampant experiences of rape threaten the cohesiveness 
and continuity of entire cultures. “Sovereignty thus suffers when the 
women suffer,” Deer concludes.63 Deer follows the path blazed by the 
historian Andrea Smith, who makes similar linkages between colonial-
ism and sexual exploitation in Conquest: Sexual Violence and American 
Indian Genocide.64 Sovereignty and self-determination are key terms 
for Deer. A true solution to the problem of rape in Native communities 
must involve restoration of both personal and political sovereignty, she 
argues. But she makes an even bolder claim – rape should be “the num-
ber one priority for tribal nations. All other challenges faced by tribal 
nations are linked to the history and trauma of rape.”65 
Deer presents a starkly different portrait of Indigenous women’s 
lives today and in the past than that featured in the other books re-
viewed here. Deer writes, for example, that relationships between Eu-
ropean fur traders and Native women “sound remarkably similar to 
descriptions of modern-day sex-trafficking.”66 She mentions, too, that 
Native women became commoditized through marriage and that white 
men often married Indian women to gain their land.67 These assertions 
directly contradict the work of two generations of scholars on the fur 
trade, including Child, and challenge McGrath’s portrayal of interra-
cial intimacies. Deer is aware that her interpretation challenges that 
of other scholars and admits: 
I approach this topic with some degree of trepidation because this kind 
of exploration has not always benefited Native people. Native communi-
ties are too often portrayed as traumatized, broken, and dysfunctional – 
all stereotypes of inferiority that neglect to honor the resilience and sur-
vival of the people by focusing on the bad rather than the good.68 
To be sure, Deer does include a few stories of resilience among her 
larger narrative of trauma. She mentions Tillie Black Bear (Sicangu 
Lakota) and Lenora Hootch (Yup’ik) as community-building women 
who started shelter programs for women in the 1970s.69 Yet Deer em-
phasizes Indian women’s exploitation and suggests that historians 
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may have minimized the sufferings and real constraints on Indige-
nous women’s lives. Alternatively, has Deer over-emphasized wom-
en’s victimization and the power of the state over Indigenous women? 
She may be using broad strokes to show a long pattern of sexual op-
pression alongside colonial conquest in order to validate much-needed 
changes in the legal system. 
The other historians featured in this review also acknowledge the 
violence of colonialism that Deer foregrounds, although it does not 
overwhelm their subjects. Child mentions that there were “constant 
symptoms of fracture and despair in Ojibwe community life through-
out the boarding school era” and that “reservation hardships and ur-
ban poverty” after the Second World War “placed a large burden on 
families,” resulting in high rates of child removal by state social ser-
vice agencies.70 Marak and Tuennerman note that it was difficult to 
prosecute and punish non-Indians for crimes committed on the To-
hono O’odham reservation at the turn of the century. A non-Indian 
man found guilty of seducing a thirteen-year-old Indian girl was sen-
tenced to just six months in jail and ordered to pay $5 a month toward 
support of her child.71 McGrath, too, while discussing how the Cher-
okees and Aboriginal people in Queensland sought to negotiate and 
reconfigure colonialism on their own terms also recognizes how the 
settler colonial state in each case limited their options. 
Although scholars have made great strides in creating a place for 
Indigenous women in our historical narratives, these differing inter-
pretations not only demonstrate the multifaceted and complex lives of 
Indigenous women, but also how much more work needs to be done. 
The tension that differing interpretations produces suggests that a 
greater balance may be needed between acknowledging the trauma 
that many Indigenous women have suffered and recognizing the cre-
ative means by which they have also held their worlds together. Mc-
Callum is most effective in creating this balance. She weighs the power 
of the state against Indigenous women’s efforts to shape their own 
lives, as recounted, for example in the experiences of Doris and Kitty, 
two young Indian women who worked as domestic servants in Ottawa 
in the 1940s. Their letters demonstrate their discontent with their do-
mestic positions as well as their eagerness to break free of govern-
mental interference in their lives. The files the government compiled 
about them reveal the extent to which the Canadian Department of 
Indian Affairs sought to discipline and control them.72 
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It turns out that the path toward Indigenous women’s history that 
Ella Deloria first set out on is not a straightforward one. Historians 
have uncovered hidden sources and shaped new methodologies to 
bring Indigenous women into the center of historical inquiry, but have 
also struggled to present a holistic picture of their lives. At the same 
time our larger historical narratives have not made space for Indige-
nous women’s myriad experiences. Questions that animate the field of 
Indigenous women’s history – alternative gender systems, gendered 
divisions of labor, marriage, modernity, urbanization, activism and 
the role of the state – are key issues within women’s history generally. 
Greater attention to Indigenous women is needed and will surely en-
rich our historical narratives and contribute to a more complete his-
tory. Until then Deloria’s mission remains an alluring aspiration. 
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